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Most books about the American Civil War focus on ghastly battles, eccentric
generals, and huge armies. This thematic arrangement is closely followed by works
elucidating on the social and political transformations wrought by secession, the cold
peace that followed Southern capitulation, and the flawed political reconstruction
that proceeded Abraham Lincoln’s assassination. Michael A. Halleran’s The Better
Angels of Our Nature: Freemasonry in the Civil War is a welcome departure from this
literary predictability and, more importantly, it represents a vast improvement over
its immediate predecessor, Allen E. Robert’s unsatisfactory House Undivided: The
Story of Freemasonry and the Civil War (New York, Macoy Publishing, 1961).
Freemasonry and its role in American history has been a topic of controversy for
some time. Too many well-intended, but ill-informed, masonic historians have laid
claim to large swaths of masonic historiography and have, through questionable
analysis, intensified an already difficult relationship between scholars and masons.
This is, however, not the case with The Better Angels of Our Nature. From the start,
Halleran, an attorney and freemason, makes clear his aim and method: to examine
‘the intersection of Freemasonry and warfare’ (p. ix) and to rely primarily on soldiers’
and civilians’ narratives and nineteenth century fraternal publications.
To demonstrate the seriousness of his intentions, Halleran goes to work debunking
the most grandiose of masonic civil war myths: the often repeated, but never fullydocumented, story of Confederate General Lewis Armistead. According to masonic
lore, Armistead deployed a masonic sign as he fell mortally wounded during General
George E. Pickett’s wretched infantry charge at the Battle of Gettysburg. Through a
combination of lawyerly precision, a judicial use of the sources, and a reasonable
interpretation of what we know did happen, Halleran concludes that Armistead made
no appeal, ‘either verbally or by gesture, when he was wounded that could rationally
be deemed to have any Masonic significance’ (p. 26).
The deconstruction of the Armistead myth sets the tone for the seven chapters
that constitute this work. Each chapter tells the story of masonic aid and comfort in
environments as diverse as camp life (‘All Passions Laid Aside: Freemasonry in the
Army’), the battlefield (‘Saving the Life of the Enemy’), and prisoner of war camps
(‘Gentlemen of the White Apron’). In the process, Halleran amuses and informs
readers with memorable and factual vignettes showing that many freemasons
remained true to the fraternity’s precepts of brotherly love, relief, and truth even in
the midst of combat.
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The Better Angels of Our Nature: Freemasonry in the Civil War deserves praise and
criticism. For Civil War historians like myself the volume’s most valuable accomplishments reside in shedding light on an unstudied and unappreciated subject and in
the author’s ability to cogently tell a good story and to document between two covers a
great deal of masonic information. The book is, however, not without its shortcomings.
It is unfortunate that Halleran did not consult more extensively the proceedings of
Grand Lodges during the war. To study the intersection of freemasonry and Civil War
combat is certainly a worthy goal. To do so with little reference to the obstreperous
public squabbles between Northern and Southern Grand Lodges leaves an important
vacuum in the narrative and bypasses a truly fascinating aspect of freemasonry’s
involvement in the conflict. For example, in a report adopted by the Grand Lodge
of Virginia in 1864, Virginia freemasons angrily challenged public statements made
by Grand Lodges in New York, Maryland, and Wisconsin. These statements, the
Virginians attested, ‘stigmatized [Southerners] as traitors and rebels.’ Furthermore,
the Grand Lodge of Virginia accused Northern Grand Lodges of ‘making Masonry a
party to this war’ (a serious charge against an institution mandated to shun politics)
by granting speedy dispensations to Lodges conferring degrees on men heading to
war. Did these spats trickle down to the rank-and-file? Did they have any impact on
masonic behavior in the battlefield? With Grand Lodges as the governing body of
freemasonry in a particular jurisdiction, it would have been interesting to probe the
link, if any, between the edicts of a Grand Lodge and masonic action.
Finally, Halleran makes an intriguing attempt at understanding why some freemasons adhere to their fraternal obligations. He argues, rather tortuously, that the
answer lies in the power of the masonic oath. An oath, he contends, in antebellum
America, served the function of a written contract and possessed a ‘magnetic tug on
the conscience of those who swore them’ (p. 161). The oath remained strong, and
in some cases unbroken because of what Halleran termed ‘the Masonic bond’ or
solidarity that recognized that ‘these Masons were formed by the same experiences
as themselves and extended to them the benefits of comradeship regardless of the
circumstances and without much inquiry’ (p. 164). It seems to me that the notion
of masonic solidarity is better conceptualized by Timothy Baycroft’s argument
that freemasonry, like nations, could be thought of as an ‘imagined community.’ In
such a community, feelings of nationalism and, concomitantly, national symbols
serve as the proverbial glue that keeps men together under duress. Differences in
conceptualization aside, it is entirely possible that individual freemasons internalized
their masonic oaths and found pride in heeding messages of masonic solidarity and
basic decency like this one from the Grand Lodge of Indiana: ‘drive from our land the
desolating hand of rebellion, but remember when you have subdued your foe he is no
longer such. Extend to him God-like attributes, mercy and charity.’ The Better Angels
of Our Nature: Freemasonry in the Civil War is a worthy contribution to both Civil War
and masonic literature.
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